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CONVENTION ON INTERNATIONAL TRADE IN ENDANGERED SPECIES
OF WILD FAUNA AND FLORA
____________________

Eighteenth Meeting of the Conference of the Parties
Colombo, Sri Lanka, May 23-June 3
CONSIDERATION OF PROPOSALS FOR AMENDMENT OF APPENDICES I AND II
A. Proposal
Inclusion of the two species commonly referred to as the white-spotted wedgefish, Rhynchobatus australiae
and Rhynchobatus djiddensis, in Appendix II in accordance with Article II paragraph 2(a) of the Convention
and satisfying Criterion A and B in Annex 2a of Resolution Conf. 9.24 (Rev. CoP17).
Inclusion of all other species in the Family Rhinidae (wedgefish): Rhynchobatus cooki, Rhynchobatus
immaculatus, Rhynchobatus laevis, Rhynchobatus luebberti, Rhynchobatus palpebratus, Rhynchobatus
springeri, Rhynchorhina mauritaniensis, Rhina ancylostoma, and any other putative species of Family
Rhinidae in Appendix II in accordance with Article II paragraph 2(b) of the Convention and satisfying Criterion
A in Annex 2b of Resolution Conf. 9.24 (Rev. CoP17).
Qualifying Criteria (Conf. 9.24 Rev. CoP17)
Annex 2a, Criterion A. It is known, or can be inferred or projected, that the regulation of trade in the species
is necessary to avoid it becoming eligible for inclusion in Appendix I in the near future:
Rapid recent declines in populations of Rhynchobatus australiae and Rhynchobatus djiddensis of 80% or more,
meeting Appendix I listing criteria for marine species of low productivity, are already documented in some
regions (e.g., Jabado et al. 2017; Jabado 2018). Using the precautionary approach where data is lacking, and
given the global footprint of tangle and gill net fisheries, similar declines are likely throughout much of the
species range. Given these species’ large size, restricted habitat use, high fin value in international markets, and
the fishing footprint throughout their range, R. australiae and R. djiddensis are believed to be at a particularly
high risk of a similar fate to the sawfishes (family Pristidae), that have been extirpated from almost all of their
historic range and were consequently listed on CITES Appendix I (Moore 2017).
Annex 2a, Criterion B. It is known, or can be inferred or projected, that regulation of trade in the species is
required to ensure that the harvest of specimens from the wild is not reducing the wild population to a level
at which its survival might be threatened by continued harvesting or other influences.
Declines in both R. australiae and R. djiddensis, due to fisheries driven by the high value of their fins in
international trade, are noted throughout much of their range (Jabado et al. 2017; Jabado 2018; Giles et al.
2016; Moore 2017).
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Guitarfish and wedgefish have a specific trade category ("Qun Chi") in the Hong Kong shark fin retail market,
the global hub of the shark fin trade, and this trade category has the highest value of any fin type in trade. R.
australiae and R. djiddensis form a significant part of this category, making the family Rhinidae among the 20
most frequently traded elasmobranch families (Fields et al. 2017, Fields et al. in prep).
With limited management in place, it is highly likely that without trade regulation the exceptionally high value
of R. australiae and R. djiddensis fins will drive continued overfishing, and in turn additional declines globally,
thus threatening the survival of wild populations.
Annex 2b, Criterion A: The specimens of the species in the form in which they are traded resemble specimens
of a species included in Appendix II under the provisions of Article II, paragraph 2 (a), or in Appendix I, so that
enforcement officers who encounter specimens of CITES-listed species are unlikely to be able to distinguish
between them.
There is wide inter- and intra-specific variation in morphological characteristics within the family Rhinidae
(Moore, 2017). This, combined with an overlapping range, has led to confusion and inaccurate speciesspecific data collection for R. australiae and R. djiddensis, along with other associated species within the family
Rhinidae (Jabado, 2018). Additional, cryptic, sympatric species are likely to exists (e.g. Henderson et al. 2016)
and considerable within-species variability in dorsal colouration and morphology is noted for R. australiae
(Giles et al., 2016). Intra-species variability of fin morphology within the family Rhinidae makes identification
to a species level challenging, although visual fin ID is possible at the family (Rhinidae) level.
Although species-specific identification and data collection within the family (Rhinidae) should be prioritized
wherever possible, due to the close resemblance and intra species variability in appearance noted here, and
the fact that globally species-specific data collection is lacking, all members of the family are included in this
proposal, under criteria Annex 2b, Criterion A.
Family Rhinidae presently includes three genera: Rhina (one species described), Rhynchobatus (six species
described), and Rhynchorhina (one species described).

Figure 1: Rhynchobatus australiae.
From Compagno and Last 1999

Figure 2: Rhynchobatus djiddensis.
From Last et al 2016.

B. Proponent
Sri Lanka (lead), Bangladesh, Benin, Bhutan, Burkina Faso, Cape Verde, Chad, Cote D’Ivoire, Egypt,
Ethiopia, the European Union and its Member States, Fiji, the Gambia, India, Jordan, Kenya, Lebanon,
Liberia, Maldives, Mauritania, Mexico, Monaco, Nepal, Niger, Nigeria, Palau, Philippines, Seychelles,
Togo.

C. Supporting statement
1.

Taxonomy
1.1
1.2
1.3
1.4

Class: Chondrichthyes
Order: Rhinopristiformes
Family: Rhinidae
Species: Rhynchobatus australiae (Whitley, 1939), Rhynchobatus djiddensis (Forsskål, 1775)
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2.

1.5

Scientific synonyms: Rhynchobatus djiddensis australiae Whitley, 1939

1.6

Common names:
English: White-spotted wedgefish (both species), Bottlenose wedgefish (R. australiae), Giant
guitarfish (R. djiddensis).
French: No common name found
Spanish: No common name found

1.7

Code Numbers: Not applicable.

Overview

The white-spotted, or bottlenose wedgefish (Rhynchobatus australiae) and the giant guitarfish, also
sometimes known by the common name of white-spotted wedgefish (Rhynchobatus djiddensis) are classified
by the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species as Vulnerable globally due to population declines driven by
overfishing in artisanal and commercial fisheries, underpinned by limited management throughout most of
both species range.
Both species are caught as target species and retained when caught as bycatch, with the primary driver of
that retention being the value of their fins (Chen, 1996; Clarke et al., 2006; Compagno and Last, 2008;
Harrison and Dulvy, 2014, Jabado 2018). These have the highest value of all fins found for sale in the global
trade and retail hub of Hong Kong (Fields et al., in prep).
The Order Rhinopristiformes includes the Sawfishes (family Pristidae – CMS & CITES Appendix I listed) and
the guitarfishes. Guitarfishes are shark-like batoids comprising 4 families – wedgefish (Rhinidae), 10 species;
guitarfish (Rhinobatidae), 31 species; giant guitarfish (Glaucostegidae), 6 species; and banjo rays
(Trygonorrhinidae), 8 species (Last et al. 2016; Moore 2017). Among these families, Rhynchobatus australiae
and Rhinobatos rhinobatos are listed on CMS Appendix II, but no wedgefish species have been listed on the
CITES Appendices to date.
International trade is of particular concern for the status of the wedgefish. Recent research has demonstrated
that they are extensively traded for their fins (Fields et al., 2017). These species have a specific trade category
in the Hong Kong shark fin retail market, the global hub of the shark fin trade, and members of family Rhinidae
are the predominant species found in trade (Fields et al., in prep). Given their similar fin structure and high
value, this trade category likely included sawfishes before the global collapse in their populations, and
subsequent listing in CITES Appendix I.
The family Rhinidae (commonly referred to as wedgefishes) has been identified as the third most threatened
family of chondrichthyans globally (Dulvy et al., 2014). Rhynchobatus australiae and R. djiddensis are
especially vulnerable because of their use of coastal habitats, susceptibility to multiple gear types, large size,
and value in trade – all underpinned by a lack of adequate management (Moore, 2017). They have also been
found to have extremely low reproductive potential, putting them at extreme risk from poorly managed
fisheries (White, 2014).
Rhynchobatus australiae and R. djiddensis are Indo-Pacific species. Both are found in coastal inshore habitats
in East Africa and the Arabian/Persian Gulf, with R. australiae’s range extending into South East Asia and
Oceania, as far into the Pacific as the Fijian Islands (Last et al., 2016; Giles et al., 2016).
Because the two species are morphologically similar, share a common name, and an overlapping range, there
has been confusion and possible misidentification in reporting and catch data; many countries report the
landings of just one of the two species, although both occur in their waters (Jabado et al. 2017).
While species-specific records, catch and landings data are lacking for individual species of wedgefish (family
Rhinidae), qualitative information at the family level indicate that in almost every location studied there are
severe population declines and localized extinctions (Moore 2017). There are indications that some populations
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have not shown declines (Zhou & Griffiths 2008), but only where management is in place, a step lacking
throughout much of their range. A recent assessment of the conservation status of elasmobranchs in the
Arabian Sea and adjacent waters concluded that R. australiae and R. djiddensis (along with a sympatric species,
R. laevis) have suffered significant population declines estimated between 50-80% over the last three decades.
They are considered Endangered, due to past and ongoing declines from intensive fishing pressure that is likely
to continue into the future (Jabado et al. 2017). Similar declines are noted throughout both species’ range.
Rhynchobatus australiae and R. djiddensis are heavily exploited throughout their range, yet both species
remain poorly studied and very little is known about their basic biology and ecology. It is clear that coordinated
and comprehensive management and conservation measures are urgently needed for these and other
wedgefishes to prevent further population declines and localized extinctions throughout their range (Moore
2017).
A more precautionary multilateral approach to these species’ management is urgently needed if these
declines are to be reversed, and both trade and fisheries become sustainable. A listing in Appendix II of CITES
would encourage sustainable trade and management of these species, and prevent international trade in
their high value fins from driving them to extinction.
3.

Species characteristics

3.1 Distribution
Rhynchobatus djiddensis is found in the Western Indian Ocean, from South Africa to Oman. R. australiae’s
range overlaps with that of R. djiddensis, and also extends into South Asia, South East Asia and Oceania, (Last
et al. 2016; Giles et al. 2016). Similarities between these species have made identification difficult (Jabado et
al. 2017), and their respective ranges were only defined in 2016 (Last et al. 2016).

Figure 3: Distribution of R. australiae
(Last et al. 2016)

Figure 4: Distribution of R. djiddensis
(Last et al. 2016)

3.2 Habitat
Rhynchobatus australiae inhabits inshore waters on the continental shelf, specifically enclosed bays,
estuaries, and also coral reefs (Compagno & Last 1999). They rarely occur deeper than 60 m.
Rhynchobatus djiddensis occupies a similar habitat on the continental shelf to 70 m (generally to 35 m). In
South Africa, it occurs mainly off sandy beaches during summer (van der Elst, 1988), where it is especially
abundant in the surf zone but also occurs along the edges of deeper reefs down to 30 m (Dudley & Cavanagh
2006).
3.3 Biological characteristics
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Rhynchobatus australiae and R. djiddensis are both cartilaginous fish within the family Rhinidae (wedgefish),
and suffer from a lack of detail on their biological characteristics. Rhynchobatus australiae is found
throughout southern and southeast Asia. The species attains a length of 2,800 mm. Male R. australiae greater
than 1,300 mm were found to be mature (White & Dharmadi, 2007), whereas pregnant females were
between 2,800 and 3,000 mm, with aplacental viviparous litters ranging from 7 to 19 (mean = 14) embryos
(White & Dharmadi, 2007).
Rhynchobatus djiddensis is known to reach 3100 mm total length. It is a large, Western Indian Ocean inshore
wedgefish, distributed from the Red Sea to South Africa. Information on the biology of the species is also
sparse. It has a low fecundity of four pups/litter. Preliminary tag-recapture data indicate very slow growth
rates (Dudley & Cavanagh 2006; Last et al. 2016).
3.4 Morphological characteristics
Rhynchobatus australiae has a bottlenose-shaped snout, which differentiates it from the other smaller
sympatric species within its range, which have bicolour wedge-shaped snouts – R. springeri, R. immaculatus
and R. palpebratus. (Last et al. 2016). The dorsal surface is pale grey to yellowish brown with sparse coverage
of white spots. There are small thorns on the back and around the eyes. The pectoral fins are triangular and
the dorsal fins are falcate, with the first dorsal fin being much larger than the second. As bottom-dwellers
they rest on mud, sandy, or rough bottoms and feed on benthic invertebrates, crustaceans and small bottomdwelling fish (Last et al. 2016).
Rhynchobatus djiddensis shares many characteristics with the closely related R. australiae, but can be
differentiated by prominent bar markings between the orbits, and a particularly high vertebral count (Last et
al. 2016).
The family Rhinidae are easily distinguishable from other families of guitarfish, and other regularly traded
elasmobranchs in their landed (whole) and commonly traded (fins) form (see section 6). The wider family
Rhinidae are therefore included in this proposal as lookalikes, to facilitate compliance with the proposed
listings of R. australiae and R. djiddensis.
3.5 Role of the species in its ecosystem
The role of any species within the family Rhinidae in its ecosystem is still poorly understood (White & McAuley
2003). However, wedgefish and guitarfish have been noted to play an important role in the trophic
functioning of soft-sediment ecosystems (Kyne & Bennett 2002).
Wedgefish and guitarfish are also important prey items for apex predators vital to ecosystem functioning,
including bull (Carcharhinus leucas), and great hammerhead (Sphyrna mokarran) sharks off southern Africa
(Moore, 2017).
4.

Status and trends

4.1 Habitat trends
Rhynchobatus australiae and R. djiddensis inhabit shallow bays, estuaries, and coastal coral reefs. In addition
to overfishing, habitat degradation and modification are likely among the primary reasons for the declines in
abundance and distribution of species in the family Rhinidae worldwide (White et al., 2013 & 2014). The
shallow coastal habitats of both species are often associated with high levels of human activity, which may
result in degradation or loss of habitat through pollution and coastal or riverine developments, including
mangrove clearance, canal development and construction of seawalls. Recent research highlights that the
habitat use and geographic distribution of wedgefish and guitarfish, including family Rhinidae, put them at a
heightened risk of extinction (Dulvy et al., 2014; Moore, 2017).
4.2 Population size
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Data are not available to determine the precise population size of any species in the family Rhinidae.
However, R. australiae and R. djiddensis are caught by artisanal and commercial fisheries, both as target
species and as bycatch in demersal trawl, net, and longline fisheries. Their high susceptibility to multiple
fishing gear types, and geographic range along some of the world's most heavily fished coastal regions
correlate with estimates of severe population decline, even when data are incomplete
4.3 Population structure
Data are not available on population structure.
4.4 Population trends
Based on evidence of exploitation, conservative life history characteristics and demand in trade, where their
fins carry a very high value, the IUCN Red List predicts current population trends for both R. australiae and
R. djiddensis as decreasing globally (White & McAuley, 2003; Dudley& Cavanagh, 2006).
Due to their large size compared to other guitarfish, conservative biology and habitat use, R. australiae and
R. djiddensis are among the chondrichthyans facing the greatest extinction risk. Their populations may
already be suffering a similar fate to that of fellow Rhinopristiformes, the sawfishes, where poorly
documented declines led to near-extirpation from much of their global range before management was put
in place (Moore, 2017).
The species previously referred to as Rhynchobatus djiddensis is now understood to have been a complex of
several similar species (see section 9), however species-specific reporting, beyond ‘guitarfish’ or ‘wedgefish’
is often lacking. Likewise, there is often confusion in reporting to the species level for R. australiae, which is
often confused with other large species, including R. djiddensis (Giles et al., 2016).
Because of this widespread mis-reporting of R. australiae and R. djiddensis in landings, the population
declines noted here may be of either (or both) species in the western Indian Ocean where their range
overlaps.
4.4.1

Population trends by region.

Southeast Asia and Oceania
Species-specific information has been difficult to collect, due to recent taxonomic revisions within the genus,
and the difficulties identifying morphologically similar species. All Indo-West Pacific Rhynchobatus species
were considered R. djiddensis prior to the late 1990s, when five separate species were either reinstated or
newly described (Giles et al., 2016). In Australia, landings are reported as Rhynchobatus spp., comprised of a
complex of three species: R. australiae, R. laevis and R. palpebratus. This has made assessing the threat to
populations of each species a challenge (White et al., 2014).
Thus, it is hypothesized that given similar levels of fishing pressure, a lack of management and non- speciesspecific identification of species in landings, even in developed countries such as Australia, that many if not
all species within the family are suffering declining population trends globally.
Rhynchobatus australiae are heavily exploited in Southeast Asia for their fins, which are considered some of
the most valuable in trade (Giles et al., 2016; White & McAuley, 2003; Chen, 1996; Vannuccini, 1999; Clarke
et al., 2006). Much of their range occurs in areas of high fishing pressure and they are susceptible to capture
both as target and bycatch by trawl, net and longline gear (Giles et al., 2016).
Data from Indonesia indicates significant declines in catch rates in the target gillnet fishery for rhinids and
rhynchobatids, of which R. australiae is a key part, indicating local population declines. Given its susceptibility
to multiple gear types and evidence of local population declines, it is likely populations of R. australiae have
been locally reduced throughout its range (White & McAuley, 2003).
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The Aru Islands (Indonesia) rhinid and rhynchobatid gill net fishery first began in the mid-1970s and rapidly
expanded to reach a peak in 1987, with more than 500 boats involved. In subsequent years the catches
declined very rapidly with only 100 boats fishing in this area in 1996 (Chen, 1996). A similar fishery also exists
in Merauke (south Papua) with gillnet boats operating in the Arafura Sea, close to Australian waters, and the
frozen catch sent by boat to processing areas in Jakarta. There is also evidence that fishermen in these regions
occasionally fish in Australian waters (Chen, 1996; W. White, unpubl. data).
Southern Asia
Significant declines of guitarfish, around 86% over a five-year timeframe have been documented on the west
coast of India at a landing site in Tamil Nadu, despite increasing fishing effort. This is likely to include R.
australiae as a significant component of the catch, and possibly R. djiddensis depending on its full range
(Jabado et al., 2018).
Fishing pressure that will directly impact both species is intense and increasing in the region. The number of
trawlers operating in Gujarat waters has increased from ~6,600 boats in 2004 to ~11,500 boats in 2010, and
about 2,000 trawlers operate in Pakistan shelf waters. Anecdotal reports of significant declines in several
areas, including India, Pakistan and Iran are noted for this species complex (Jabado et al., 2017).
In Pakistan data on wedgefish and guitarfishes (which includes all of the family Rhinidae present in their
waters – including R. australiae) shows significant declines over one generation – from over 2018 metric tons
landed in the year 2000, to 403 metric tons in the year 2011. It is noted that wedgefishes and guitarfishes
used to be quite abundant in commercial landings along the coast of Pakistan, however, catches of these
species have substantially decreased, with almost all wedgefish having now disappeared from landings and
rarely seen (AC30 Inf.12 – submitted by the Government of Pakistan).
North-western Indian Ocean
A recent IUCN Red List assessment of the region’s elasmobranch fisheries (Jabado et al., 2017) provides an
up to date picture of family Rhinidae declines in this region – this is the most up to date and accurate
assessment for these species.
Regional studies indicate that that wedgefish, including R. australiae and R. djiddensis, are increasingly
targeted due to their high value fins, raising concerns for their conservation status (Jabado et al. 2015a, b).
Historical and current fishing pressures have driven declines in abundance of R. australiae and R. djiddensis
in fisheries in the United Arab Emirates and Oman. Rhynchobatus species made up 55.6% of the landings of
rhinopristoids, with R. australiae and R. djiddensis a significant component of that catch. Individual specimens
were reported as selling for as much as AED 2500 (US $ 680), with landings noted to have declined in a short
timeframe of less than 10 years, despite increasing fishing effort (Jabado, 2018).
Jabado et al. (2017) concluded that all species of wedgefish have declined in the Arabian Sea and adjacent
waters, and that populations of R. australiae and R. djiddensis (along with a sympatric species R. laevis) have
suffered declines estimated between 50-80% over the last three decades. These species are now assessed as
Endangered in this region due to intensive fishing pressure, that is likely to continue into the future and drive
additional declines (Jabado et al., 2017).
Eastern Africa
Although high quality data from the region are lacking, fisher, trader and local community survey work
suggest declining population trends attributed to fisheries targeting both R. australiae and R. djiddensis for
their high value fins.
Fishing pressure in East Africa is noted to be particularly high for R. djiddensis, where it is targeted alongside
hammerhead sharks, due to the high value of their fins in export markets. Reports from artisanal fisheries in
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Mozambique indicate that fishing pressure has had a significant impact on local populations; many specimens
observed caught by locally-based marine scientists were mature females, and numbers are reduced to very
low levels on reefs where they had been abundant before long-line fisheries began locally in the early 2000's
(Pierce et al., 2008).
A survey of fishers and traders in Zanzibar, Tanzania, noted that giant guitarfish (potentially both R. australiae
and R. djiddensis) are of particular interest due to the high value of their fins – noted as among the highest
value by fin traders surveyed. Fishermen reported that they catch this species in high numbers; however, its
numbers are declining, and it is now considered by some a rare species—one fisher stating that this was
because so many people were catching it for its fins. (Schaeffer 2004; Barrowclift et al. 2017).
A similar study found comparable trends in Madagascar (not shown as a range state in current referenceable
range maps, but clearly landing the species), where a premium price of up to 400 000Ar ($204)/kg was paid
for “tandraly” or giant guitarfish (Rhinidae spp. – likely R. australiae and R. djiddensis) fins, due to their high
quality ceratotrichia. Two local collectors also stated that this species was decreasing (Hopkins, 2011).
Summary of R. australiae and R. djiddensis declines by region:
Region

Noted declines

Southeast Asia –
Oceania

Significant – degree uncertain

Southern Asia

86% in less than one generation, near
extirpation elsewhere

Source
Giles et al., 2016; White et al., 2014; White
and McAuley, 2003; Chen, 1996; White,
unpubl. data.
Jabado et al., 2017; AC30 Inf.12 (Gov. of
Pakistan)

Northwest
Indian Ocean

50-80% over three generations

Jabado et al., 2017; Moore, 2017

East Africa

Declines noted – degree uncertain

Barrowclift et al., 2017; Hopkins, 2011;
Pierce et al., 2008; Schaeffer, 2004

4.5 Geographic trends
See 4.4.1
5.

Threats

R. australiae and R. djiddensis are both listed as Vulnerable globally on the IUCN Red List of Threatened
Species, and the family Rhinidae is considered to be the third most threatened of all chondrichthyan families
(White and McAuley, 2003; Dulvy et al., 2014). These IUCN Red List assessments are due to be updated in
the immediate future, which should provide additional information on the threat levels these species, and
others within the family Rhinidae, face globally.
The primary threat to these species is unsustainable and unregulated fisheries mortality throughout their
range (see section 4.4 for additional detail). Both species are caught by artisanal and commercial fisheries
both as a target species and as bycatch in demersal trawl, net, and longline fisheries – with retention
incentivized due to the very high value of their fins in international trade. Their use of inshore habitat and
susceptibility to multiple gear types makes them particularly vulnerable, and that is compounded as their
range includes some of the world’s most heavily fished coastal regions (Dulvy et al. 2014; Jabado et al., 2017;
Jabado, 2018; Giles et al., 2016).
Their dependence on inshore habitats makes them highly susceptible to habitat loss and degradation. The
inshore habitats used by species in the family Rhinidae, such as seagrass and coral reef ecosystems, are
suffering catastrophic reductions globally due to anthropogenic impacts. This additional threat only
heightens the concern for these species’ survival (Dudley & Cavanagh, 2006; Moore, 2017).
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6.

Utilization and trade

Overview
The global trade demand for their high value fins drives wedgefish mortality in many fisheries and represents
the principle threat to R. australiae and R. djiddensis, wherever they are found.
These species are targeted, or retained when captured incidentally, in large part due to the high market value
for wedgefish fins. For example, information from interviews with fishermen and traders in the United Arab
Emirates (UAE) suggests that guitarfishes have replaced sawfish as the most sought-after species for
the international fin trade market, and are increasingly targeted and retained due to the high value of their
fins (Jabado et al. 2015b, 2017).
Low value meat from these species is often consumed locally but, due to their exceptionally high value, the
fins of species in the family Rhinidae, particularly R. australiae and R. djiddensis, enter international trade
and are sold for extremely high prices (Vannuccini, 1999; Clarke, 2006; Hopkins, 2011; Jabado,
2018). Individual Rhinidae specimens have been reported to sell for as much as USD $680 at first point of
sale (Jabado, 2018), with fins from Rhinidae species being sold for as much as $USD 964/kg in trade hubs in
Hong Kong and China; this is the highest value recorded for any fin type (Fields et al. in prep).
Recent research has, for the first time, revealed the scale of guitarfish trade. Clarke (2003) hypothesized that
the fin trade category "Qun Chi" in the Hong Kong shark fin market referred to this group. This was recently
confirmed by Fields et al. (in prep), who used DNA barcoding (N= 19 fins) to identify the presence of multiple
species, including Rhynchobatus australiae, Glaucostegus cemiculus, and Rhina ancylostoma. This was
further demonstrated in a recent market study conducted in Hong Kong (Bloom, 2018). Fields et al. (2017)
undertook a genetic analysis of processed fin trimmings (by-products from preparing imported fins for
consumption) purchased in Hong Kong, the global hub of the shark fin trade, in 2014. This revealed the
presence of multiple species in the family Rhinidae: Rhynchobatus australiae, Rhynchobatus cf. laevis, and
Rhynchobatus djiddensis. Collectively, these made up at least 0.1% of the trimmings collected, ranking them
in the top 20 most common among 86 species or species groups recorded in the fin trade (Fields et al., 2017).
A recent study in Singapore, the world’s secondary trade hub after Hong Kong, collected 207 samples of shark
and ray products that were on sale to the general public. Of the 106 products labelled as ‘shark’, 17% were
identified as R. australiae, with the species noted as being highly prized for its fins. This was the largest
percentage of any ‘shark’ species found within the Singapore trade in the study (Wainwright et al. 2018).
There is potentially a low level of trade in other products from Rhinidae family species. Meat is widely utilized
both fresh (see section 6.1), and dried and salted, sometimes for export. Furthermore, there is an as of yet
unquantified level of trade in other wedgefish and guitarfish products in Southeast Asia, including novel
dishes made of head cartilage, and jewellery made from the dorsal thorns of Rhina ancylostoma (Moore,
2017).
6.1 National utilization
Rhynchobatus australiae and R. djiddensis form important, but decreasing, components of mixed inshore
fisheries throughout their range (White & McAuley, 2003; Jabado et al., 2017). Their meat is considered to
be good quality, if far lower in terms of value than fins, and is often consumed fresh (Moore, 2017). This
makes domestic utilization of this product more likely than international trade in meat. A total of 5000 t of
‘guitarfish’ was landed in 2014 according to official FAO statistics, but this is likely a significant
underestimation of total global landings (FAO, 2016).
6.2 Legal trade
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Products enter trade legally, unless taken in contravention of national legislation or regional fisheries
management measures (see sections 6.4 and 7).
6.3 Parts and derivatives in trade
The primary R. australiae and R. djiddensis products in trade are fins, particularly dorsal fins and entire caudal
fins. Visual identification of the primary, first entry point of trade product (unprocessed, dried fins) is possible
at the family level (Rhinidae).
The fins from R. australiae are distinctive (Giles et al., 2016), and dried, unprocessed (skin on) Rhinopristiform
fins can be visually identified at least to the Family level (i.e., Rhinidae, Glaucostegidae, Pristidae – the three
families most regularly found in trade) (D. Abercrombie, personal communication). This ability to visually
identify the primary product in trade will aid in the implementation and enforcement of this proposed listing.
Variability in fin morphology within the family Rhinidae makes identification to a species level challenging.
For example, the highly prized dorsal fins are morphologically similar (in size, shape and colour) for many of
the species within the Family Rhinidae. This, along with the whole specimen species-specific identification
issues noted in section 4.4, supports the inclusion of the reminder of the family Rhinidae under Annex 2b,
Criterion A
Fins from the Family Rhinidae are morphologically similar to those from the Family Glaucostegidae (giant
guitarfishes) and Pristidae (sawfishes), once removed from the whole animals. Although, as noted above,
visual identification to the family level for unprocessed fins is possible, it makes identification of fins between
these three groups that have been heavily processed (skin removed) challenging (D. Abercrombie personal
communication).
Genetic techniques can combat fin identification challenges. With Sawfishes already listed at the family level
on CITES Appendix I, monitoring, enforcement and compliance measures should already be in place for fins
originating from the Order Rhinopristiformes.
6.4 Illegal trade
R. australiae and R. djiddensis are subject to limited management globally, and with their inshore range are
subject to the national laws of countries throughout their range, rather than those of regional fisheries bodies
and agreements. It is assumed that the vast majority of international trade in their fins and other products is
legal, but from widely unregulated fisheries. Where shark finning is banned, but still occurs these could be
species illegally finned due to the exceptionally high value of their fins when traded internationally, and the
comparatively low value of their meat.
6.5 Actual or potential trade impacts
As noted in the introduction to section 6, demand from international shark fin markets is the driving
economic force behind the unsustainable mortality of R. australiae and R. djiddensis. Regulation of the fin
trade through an Appendix II listing of these species is necessary to ensure that the trade is sustainable, and
does not drive them to extinction.
A recent study (Jabado, 2018) reinforces the need for trade regulation via CITES listing, observing that
despite the historical importance of rhinopristoid fins in the international fin trade, only sawfishes have
been listed on the CITES Appendices (Jabado, 2018). A CITES Appendix II listing of the family Rhinidae is
recommended to bring attention to the plight of these species and potentially aid in regulating international
trade of fins by ensuring they are sustainably and legally sourced (Jabado, 2018).
7.

Legal instruments

7.1 National
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Few legal instruments exist that specifically apply to R. australiae and R. djiddensis, although where species
or family specific measures are known they are listed in section 8.1. They are often managed as part of mixed
inshore fisheries, with limited or no species -specific controls to limit overexploitation (see sections 4, 5 and
8 for detail).
7.2 International
The coastal distribution of R. australiae and R. djiddensis limits the application of high seas RFMO
regulations, and neither species has been prioritized for conservation action in other RFBs.
In 2017, the 124 Parties to the Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS)
listed R. australiae on Appendix II of the Convention, thereby recognizing this species in need of collaborative,
international conservation action. Given the recent nature of this listing, no collaborative action has yet been
taken and listing on CITES Appendix II would represent a strong commitment towards cooperative and global
action by those CITES Parties that are also signatories to CMS. In December 2018 both species were listed on
the CMS shark Memorandum of Understanding, which via the collaborative work of its signatories, can assist
in the implementation of these proposed CITES Appendix II listings.
8.

Species management

8.1 Management measures
R. australiae and R. djiddensis are subject to limited species-specific management and, as detailed in sections
4 and 5, this has led to significant and continued population declines.
Rhynchobatus djiddensis is listed on Schedule 1 of the Bangladesh Wildlife Protection Act, 2012, and on
India’s Wildlife Protection Act 1972, which prohibits the hunting, trade and any other form of exploitation of
these species. Pakistan have species-specific regulations banning the catching of rhinids and rhynchobatids
(Jabado & Spaet, 2017), specifically the Department of Fisheries of two of Pakistan’s maritime provinces,
Sindh and Balochistan, have banned the catching, landing and marketing of all guitarfish (AC30 Inf.12), and a
complex of wedgefishes including R. australiae is managed in a mixed fishery in Australia (White et al.,
2014a).
Apart from these limited examples of management, species in the family Rhinidae are subject to little or no
management across their range, including in hotspots of inshore fishing pressure where significant declines
in their populations have been noted, such as Eastern Africa and the north-western Indian Ocean.
The implementation of a CITES Appendix II listing will complement existing management measures, incentivise
new ones, and facilitate the development of protections where needed, and sustainable fisheries where
possible.
8.2 Population monitoring
There are no formal programs dedicated specifically to monitoring of wedgefish catch and populations. In
addition, the lack of species-specific catch and effort data and the difficulties in species identification and
clear nomenclature have resulted in difficulties in monitoring the population status to a species level. The
management priority that a CITES Appendix II listing will provide will help prioritize data collection for these
species.
9.

Information on similar species

As noted throughout the proposal, particularly in sections 4 and 6, a listing at the family level (Rhinidae) is
needed, due to identification issues within the family.
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As detailed here, although R. australiae and R. djiddensis are the primary species traded internationally, other
species within the family, such as Rhynchobatus luebberti, are at an even higher risk of extinction, being
assessed as Endangered globally, and having disappeared from much of their former West African range.
Although not identified by current trade studies, given the exceptionally high value of their fins it is highly
likely that their fins enter international trade when available.
Therefore, as well as simplifying enforcement action, a listing at a family level will safeguard additional,
exceptionally vulnerable wedgefish species.
The reminder of the family Rhinidae, included in this proposal under Annex 2b, Criterion A are detailed as
follows:
Taiwanese wedgefish, Rhynchobatus immaculatus (Last, Ho & Chen, 2013) – Medium-sized wedgefish with
a broad snout, small thorns of varying sizes on back and around eyes but absent from snout, very high
vertebral count. Found in North-West Pacific; off Taiwan. Benthic, recently discovered and not well known,
but apparently lives in shallow water on the continental shelf. This species has not been evaluated by the
IUCN.
Smoothnose Wedgefish, Rhynchobatus laevis (Bloch & Schneider, 1801) – A large wedgefish with a broad
snout, small round thorns on back and around eyes but not on the snout. Range includes Indo-West Pacific;
Oman to Japan. This species is listed as Vulnerable globally on the IUCN Red List (Compagno & McAuley,
2016).
African Wedgefish, Rhynchobatus luebberti (Ehrenbaum, 1915) – Large wedgefish with a bottle-shaped
snout, prominent rows of thorns on rostral ridges. Found in the Eastern Atlantic; Congo to Mauritania. This
species is listed as Endangered globally on the IUCN Red List (Compagno & Marshall, 2006a).
Eyebrow Wedgefish, Rhynchobatus palpebratus (Compagno & Last, 2008) – Large wedgefish with broad
snout, small variable-sized thorns on back and around eyes but absent from snout. Very similar to the
smoothnose wedgefish. Found in the Eastern Indian Ocean and South-West Pacific. This species’ populations
have not been assessed by the IUCN.
Broadnose Wedgefish, Rhynchobatus springeri (Compagno & Last, 2010) – A robust, large wedgefish with a
broad snout, prominent rows of small thorns on back and around eyes but absent from snout. Found in the
Indo-Malay Archipelago. This species is most similar to the Eyebrow wedgefish and is listed as Vulnerable
globally on the IUCN Red List (Compagno & Marshall, 2006b).
Clown Wedgefish, Rhynchobatus cooki (Last, Kyne & Compagno, 2016) – A newly identified species, the
smallest of the genus Rhynchobatus with a very long pointed with rostral spines extending almost to the tip.
A distinct species, similar to R. australiae and R. djiddensis, often dark greyish green when first caught. This
species has not yet been evaluated by the IUCN.
Shark Ray, Rhina ancylostoma (Bloch & Schneider, 1801) – An inshore species of the Indo-West Pacific with
a distinctive rounded snout. This species is taken by multiple artisanal and commercial fisheries throughout
its range, both as a target species and as bycatch. Listed as Vulnerable globally on the IUCN Red list (McAuley
et al, 2016).
False Shark Ray, Rhynchorhina mauritaniensis (Séret & Naylor, 2016) – Distinctive snout shape, more
broadly rounded like that of the shark-ray Rhina ancylostoma, instead of being typically wedge-shaped as in
Rhynchobatus species. Resembles the common African wedgefish, Rhynchobatus luebberti, in having a
similar colour pattern, but differs in snout shape. This species has not been evaluated by the IUCN.
10. Consultations
11. Additional Remarks
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